The GDR author Lutz Rathenow could, for the main body of his work, be considered an "absurdist." He has acknowledged his debt to Kafka, and the grotesque situations that fill his work invite comparison with such contemporary Central Europeans as Mrozek and Konrad.
Toward the beginning of his career, he announced an intention to "show the absurd consquences of authoritarian behavior."
While he has come far beyond this rather adolescent program, the desire to startle the public out of its complacence still plays a significant role in his work.
Many writers, when turning to books for children, display a playful side that their public had not suspected.
Even an old dogmatist like Peter Hacks can suddenly become relaxed and cheerful.
In his books for children, Rathenow as well shows us a sunnier aspect of his personality.
Der Tiger im Hochhaus tells of a tiger who, so as not to scare people, puts on a tiger mask, making others believe he is not real. Ein seltsamer Zoo tells of an animal, dreamed by a boy, that changes from dog to snake to bird, and so on, as it passes from one environment to another. Both books contain witty and charming illustrations. These books illuminate a humor which, though present in most of Rathenow's work, is often obscured by the moralism and the violent imagery of his adult literature.
But Floh Dickbauch is a far more complex book for children.
The text is so similar stylistically to Rathenow's grotesques, it seems entirely possible that it was originally written for adults.
The story concerns a flea named Big-belly.
As it opens, he is biting a Mrs. Egg-yolk, who strikes at him.
Having escaped to the 52 window, the flea thinks back over his life. His father, he remembers, wore a uniform and performed in the flea circus. But, Big-belly laments, there are no more such circuses and,fleas have no future left.
Then Big-belly resolves to search for a more purposeful way of life.
He blows himself up, disguises himself as a piglet and flies into a stall. The pigs tell him that they live in a "model pen," where all their desires are carefully attended to.
They go on to explain that the meaning of their lives lies in providing food for men, and that they will soon be turned into bacon and pork chops.
Big-belly then returns home, where he realizes what his mission is.
He will bite those who are deceitful, unkind to children or who damage the environment.
As the book concludes, he is once again annoying Mr. and Mrs. Egg-yolk.
The story is not without flaws. It is, for example, never established that Mr. and Mrs. Egg-yolk have offended the principles that Big-belly has resolved to uphold.
Even fairy tales should be consistent in their inner logic.
Furthermore, children tend to be very sensitive with respect to matters of fairness, and could well observe a lack of justice here.
But whether children pick up on this or not, we certainly should. For some mysterious reason, the wealthy are far less bothered by fleas or roaches than the poor.
The story suggests that this is because the insects recognize the greater virtue of the former.
There is even a hint here of the ancient idea that misfortune, in general, is to be understood as divine punishment.
The beautiful illustrations by Helene Vincent use Gallic lightness to balance what otherwise might be an overly bitter perspective for a young audience.
The description of a model pig-pen could well have been intended as an Orwellian satire on passive consumption in a welfare state.
But, if this was the writer's idea, the pictures, in contrast, seem to restore dignity to the pigs and legitimize their perspective.
1 suspect Rathenow originally set out to show the corruption implicit in the consumer mentality; this is a legitimate theme, but a too familiar one.
The ideas that actually emerge from this book are far more interesting and original, both for children and adults.
Tensions between human society and the natural world must be confronted by children, Jong before young people become aware of the differences between human beings such as those of social class.
In most books for young children, practically no distinction is made between human beings and various animals. Stories of Donald Duck do not prepare children for a world in which most of us eat meat and all of us kill insects.
Nor do such stories prepare children to contemplate a natural world in which both species and individual animals, as well as plants, must constantly compete and live off one another to survive.
Few of us would hesitate very much to poison roaches, fleas or rats, but just how far can we go in altering the natural world for human comfort?
Floh Dickbauch is one of the few children's books that even acknowledges the complex questions that surround the theme of our relation to the environment. 
